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n November 23, 1781, scarcely a month

after the British surrender of General

Charles Cornwallis (1738-1805) at York-
town fulfilled American hopes for independence, the
members of Maryland's General Assembly gathered
in the State House in Annapolis and unanimously
resolved to commission a portrait of the victorious
commander in chief, George Washington. Inspired
by their zeal to honor the man who had become the
first true American hero, the legislators directed
Governor Thomas Sim Lee (1745-1819) “to write
to Mr. Peale, of Philadelphia, to procure, as soon
as may be, the portrait of his Excellency general
Washington, at full length, to be placed in the house
of delegates, in grateful remembrance of that most

illustrious character.”!

Charles Willson Peale waited three years to begin
the portrait. By doing so, he was able to create a new
image of Washington that was particularly designed
for the building where it would be displayed. When it

was finally delivered to Annapolis in December 1784,
Wahington, Lafayette and Tilghman at Yorktown fulfilled
not only the legislators’ request to honor the victori-
ous general but also Peale’s own desire to present an
image to the citizens of his home state that would be
a meaningful record of the triumphant final chapter
of the American Revolution.

Until the mid-nineteenth century; the most notable
public buildings for the display of works of art, aside
from churches, were Americas statehouses, which
often acted as social and cultural centers. This was
certainly the case in Maryland, where the capital city
ol Annapolis, chartered in 1708, had grown into one
of the country’s busiest ports and was home to a di-
verse population of gentry, farmers, merchants, and
artisans. Its proximity to larger cities along the East
Coast made it a stopover for travelers and contrib-
uted to its selection as the venue for the Continental
Congress in 1783 and 1784, which met in the State

House.” This building, and its two predecessors,
had been home to the Maryland legislature since
1695 and was at the heart of the city’s political and
commercial life.

In choosing to commission a formal image of Wash-
ington for the State House, the legislators were fol-
lowing in the tradition of their colonial predecessors,
whose work was often conducted under the gaze of
royal portraits, or those of the colony’s early propri-
etors, the Lords Baltimore.” However, the resolution
of 1781 marked the first time the state legislators acted
to procure an image of one of their contemporaries
for the express purpose of commemorating an indi-
vidual’s role in Maryland’s, and indeed, America’s,
history." And while it would become fashionable for
state governments to commission portraits of Wash-
ington after his death in 1799, when his role as the
country’s Founding Father was clearly established,
only the legislatures of Maryland and Pennsylvania
ordered his portrait to be displayed in their respec-
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tive statehouses while he served as commander in
chief of the Continental Army.”

It is not surprising that the gentlemen lawmakers
in Annapolis simply specified “Mr. Peale” as the re-
cipient of their commission. By 1781 Charles Will-
son Peale had established a reputation as a skilled
portraitist, receiving the patronage of some of the
colonies’ most prominent families. He was particu-
larly well known in Annapolis, where his family
had moved in 1751 when he was a child and where
he lived and worked until transplanting his own
growing family to Philadelphia in 1776. His earliest
self-taught efforts at limning were enhanced by the
opportunity to observe the technique of John Hes-
selius (1728 -1778), who had settled nearby and with
whom Peale famously traded a saddle and bridle in
exchange for painting lessons. Peale’s growing pro-
ficiency in portraiture gained the attention of sev-
eral prominent local residents, among them Charles
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Fig. 1. Washington, Lafavette and Tilghman at Yorktown, by Charles Willson Peale (1741-1827), 1784.
Signed “C. W. PEALE PINXT 1782" at lower left. Oil on canvas, 96 by 63 !4 inch te of Maryland, se, Annapolis;
photograph by Will Kirk, Homewood Photographic Services.
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